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I'VE SEEN LIBRARIES
STEADILY MOVE
TOWARD
INCREASED
INVOLVEMENT
WITH ELECTRONIC
AND DIGITAL
CONTENT. THE RISE
OF EBOOKS IS JUST
THE LATEST
CHAPTER IN

THE STORY.
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A statement that I've heard lately as-
serts that the need for public libraries will
recede in the future once ebooks become the
dominant media. Its proponents suggest
that online outlets such as Amazon and
Apple will obviate the need for libraries. I
don’t necessarily question whether ebooks
will eventually prevail, though I think
that it will take many years before pub-
lishers abandon the printed page. Even
granting that ebooks will one day become
dominant, I anticipate that librarians will
continue to deal with at least some pro-
portion of printed books and other physi-
cal materials indefinitely. But even in this
unfolding realm that will increasingly fa-
vor electronic distribution of published con-
tent, I believe that libraries will continue
to play a vital role in our society. We must
be thoughtful and strategic regarding these
issues. I hope that librarians develop and
employ technologies that will allow them
to use ebooks to fulfill their traditional
roles as the move away from print contin-
ues. Throughout my entire career, I've seen
libraries steadily move toward increased
involvement with electronic and digital
content. The rise of ebooks is just the lat-
est chapter in the story.

The Rise of Ebooks

Ebooks have been a growing phenom-
enon for quite some time. I recall many

times over the last decade that one tech
pundit or another has proclaimed the time
of the ebook has arrived. Yet, I continued to
observe that most people continued to read
printed books and magazines—even tech-
nology-oriented professionals who would
likely be early adopters.

But now it’s clear that the trend toward
ebooks truly has made remarkable progress.
I noticed on a recent trip that the tables
have turned dramatically. From first-class
to economy, ebooks were by far more preva-
lent, with only a minority reading the ana-
log versions that you don’t have to turn off
during takeoff and landing. Still, it’s im-
portant to note that in the broader context
of the publishing industry, ebooks remain a
small but rapidly growing minority. The As-
sociation of American Publishers reports
6.4% of books were published in electronic
formats in 2010, up from 0.6% in 2008, with
some specific categories, such as adult fic-
tion, seeing more activity with ebooks rep-
resenting 13.6% (see www.publishers.org/
bookstats/formats).

Bookstores oriented toward selling print-
ed books are in rapid decline. In recent
days, for example, the once-dominant Bor-
ders retail chain closed its remaining out-
lets. We can anticipate that sales of ebooks
through online powerhouses such as Ama-
zon and Apple will continue to flourish at
the expense of brick-and-mortar estab-
lishments. Librarians must pay close at-



tention to the dynamics between the
print and ebook realm or fall victim to
similar circumstances.

Libraries Remain Relevant

In this context of dramatic change
in the publishing industry driven by
the impact of ebooks, librarians like-
wise face strategic challenges. Con-
trary to the view that librarians may
become obsolete, I see great opportu-
nities for them long into the foresee-
able future, provided that the right
tools become available to transfer the
essence of what we have always done
with print into the domain of down-
loadable ebooks.

So much of what librarians do in-
volves services surrounding content,
and there may be a greater need for
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them in a realm of digital delivery. In
this electronic age, demands increase
for core library strengths such as pro-
viding information literacy, helping
students and researchers identify high-
quality sources, and guiding readers to
materials of interest. I also anticipate
that physical libraries will continue as
inspiring places for reading, writing,
and reflection and also for collaborative
study and positive social interactions
related to learning, culture, and her-
itage. In this digital age, libraries will
provide the technologies to consume
and manipulate content that might not
be available in every home or school.

Most importantly, libraries must en-
sure that all members of society, in-
cluding those not able to afford devices
and subscription fees, have convenient
access to books and other materials
even as this transition moves forward.

Continued Role
in Lending Econtent

It’s essential that librarians find
ways to loan electronic materials to
their patrons. Low price points of se-
lected materials through commercial
ebook rental or sales channels do not
diminish the need for free access to
ebooks from libraries any more than
discounted or used books diminished
the need for libraries to loan printed
materials. Libraries and bookstores
have coexisted in the past and will con-
tinue to do so in the digital realm. While
there may be some books available to
the public through commercial online
channels for as little as a dollar or two,
it’s hard to imagine that the full breadth
of published content will be available
at those low price points. The cost of the
content as well as the delivery devices
will impose barriers to reading to the
less affluent public in the absence of li-
braries empowered to loan materials in
all formats for free.

The concept of library loan for elec-
tronic content has become solidly es-
tablished already. In the academic li-
brary realm, the shift to electronic
delivery of articles in scholarly jour-
nals has run almost to completion.
Subscriptions to packages of ejournal
content have displaced access to print
versions, allowing many to move their
vast ranges of bound periodicals to off-
site storage and reallocate the space
for other purposes. Academic libraries
have gone through enormous change
in the way they approach their basic
automation infrastructure to accom-
modate this fundamental transforma-
tion in the publishing methods of their
strategic content assets. Electronic re-
source management, OpenURL link
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servers, and article-level discovery ser-
vices have become increasingly impor-
tant technology components for acade-
mic libraries. The shift from print to
electronic scholarly journals brought in
anew set of challenges for academic li-
brarians, but through investments in
new technologies they have main-
tained their role in providing access, in
many ways far beyond what was pos-
sible previously.

For public libraries, the immediate
challenge lies more in the impact of
ebooks than ejournals. While public li-
braries often offer some access to data-
bases of ejournal content, their invest-
ments tend to be much smaller than
research and academic libraries. On the
other hand, public libraries have been
much more involved with ebook lending
services. Many have subscribed to prod-
ucts such as those provided by Over-
Drive to give registered patrons access
to collections of ebooks. OverDrive,
founded in 1986, has offered its ebook
service since 2000, with an expanding
set of titles, library management fea-
tures, and patron features. Librarians
pay a subscription fee based on the
number of titles they license, usually
scaled to the factors such as the popu-
lation of their service area. The service
allows patrons to read titles through
their web browsers or to download to
supported ebook readers. In addition to
OverDrive, by now established as the
leading ebook provider to libraries, 3M
has recently entered this space through
its Cloud Library service, which in-
cludes some interesting new features
such as in-library ebook kiosks for
search and download, a custom-built
e-reader designed for library lending,
as well as a growing collection of titles.

Taking Ebook Lending
to the Next Level

As we have noted, ebook lending ser-
vices have been part of library offerings

for more than a decade. Yet, I see us in
arelatively early phase of development
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in this sphere of technologies and ser-
vices providing access to ebook content.
Just as we saw earlier that the total
number of ebook sales remains a small
minority relative to the entire publish-
ing industry, ebook lending supple-
ments, but does not yet displace, the
overall volume of circulation transac-
tions of physical books and media in
publiclibraries. I am concerned whether
libraries will have adequate mecha-
nisms established to support them, once
ebooks are the core of the collection in-
stead of a supplement.

For librarians to strengthen their
position in this unfolding future where
ebooks will eventually dominate over
print, we need to gain mastery of this
media in both the delivery of access
and related services to our patrons and
in the behind-the-scenes management.
Librarians cannot afford to lose ground
in their relevance to their patrons or in
their operational efficiencies as this
shift transpires.

I don’t necessarily mean these com-
ments as a criticism of the existing
ebook lending products that provide a
valuable service to libraries. Rather,
I offer these thoughts to push the ex-
pectations forward as these and other
products evolve and to be sure that we
are always thinking about ways to im-
prove how we deliver and manage ser-
vices related to this critical compo-
nent of library collections.

When it comes to providing access
to ebooks, I hope that librarians of-
fer services for ebooks that meet or
exceed those that they have tradi-
tionally offered for printed materials.
Patrons should be able to search,
browse, peruse, select, borrow, read,
and return these materials. These fea-
tures are mostly in place today and gen-
erally can be accomplished from the
convenience of the web instead of hav-
ing to visit the physical library. So far,
so good, but in other areas, there’s much
room for improvement.

The development of the ebook com-
ponent of library collections should
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reflect the same care and control that
libraries exert with their physical col-
lections. While it’s great to gain access
to large numbers of titles through a
single subscription, the ebooks offered
should not have to be limited by factors
such as which publishers elect to par-
ticipate in business arrangements with
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aggregators or whether specific titles
or authors are opted in or out of com-
mercial business arrangements.

Library patrons expect to have po-
tential access to the broad universe of
published material. What’s available
on the library’s physical—or digital—
shelves will be limited, but patrons ex-
pect the ability to request any item of
interest from the library and to have it
delivered in a reasonable time frame
through interlibrary loan services. To-
day, the availability of any given title
within a library’s ebook collection is
not such a big deal since patrons can
gain access to a print copy through the
traditional mechanisms. But in the fu-
ture where many titles will be avail-
able only in electronic form, these is-
sues rise to critical importance.

For libraries to be successful in the
domain of ebooks, we must master their
delivery to the patron’s e-readers or
other devices. The processes available
today are notoriously complex. It should
be just as easy for a patron to borrow an
ebook from the library as it is to pur-
chase or rent one from a commercial
service. The technical complexities of

digital rights management and the de-
tails related to user accounts, file for-
mats, and other aspects of the mechan-
ics of transferring titles from the library
service to e-readers need to be auto-
mated to the fullest extent possible and
made transparent to the borrower.

One of the key principles that I've
observed in the realm of discovery ser-
vices relates to the need to present the
library’s collection to patrons in a uni-
fied way. Expecting patrons to interact
with different systems or applications
for different kinds of content can be
time-consuming and confusing. Ebooks
should be offered as just one compo-
nent of the libraries’ broader collec-
tions rather than as a separate silo.
Loading the MARC records associated
with a library’s ebook service is just a
small step toward a unified approach
to discovery that includes ebooks. It’s
also helpful to provide the same kinds
of real-time status or availability indi-
cators, enhanced content, and service
features provided for other materials.

I'm also looking forward to the time
when the full text of ebooks can be
searched from the library’s discovery
service. The ability to search beyond
MARC records has become a growing
expectation with all types of content.
The new genre of discovery services
based on consolidated indexes, includ-
ing Summon from Serials Solutions,
EBSCO Discovery Service, WorldCat
Local, and Primo Central, consists of in-
creasing proportions of full text relative
to citations or MARC records. Through
partnerships with HathiTrust, full-text
searching of book content has become
possible, oriented mostly toward older
monographs. The full text of more re-
cent titles as represented in library
ebook collections would be a natural ex-
tension to the full-text searching capa-
bilities of discovery services.

In addition to a more unified ap-
proach to the way that libraries incor-
porate ebooks into their patron-facing
discovery services, similar attention
needs to be given to the behind-the-



scenes management of these resources.
Integrated library systems, and the
new platforms emerging now to replace
them, should offer the same kinds of
functionality to help libraries manage
their ebook collections as have been
previously established for print ma-
terials. The current approach where
libraries subscribe to a single ebook
service, licensed as a whole, needs to
eventually evolve into a more sophis-
ticated model that gives libraries very
granular control of this component of
their collection. Librarians, for exam-
ple, should be able to select individual
titles rather than purchasing generic
collections in bulk. Library automation
products need to provide a full range of
functionality for ebooks, blending the
existing features of the print-oriented
ILS and the electronic resource man-
agement systems.

The shift from print to ebooks isn’t
just one of technology. More importantly,
the legal framework changes dramati-
cally. Concepts such as the first sale doc-
trine, fair use, and other rights enjoyed
by libraries in regard to their print col-
lections give way to terms of license
agreements. I hope to see more gener-
ous interpretations of copyright law for
electronic materials in the future. It
seems clear, however, that librarians
cannot take the legal and business en-
vironment of ebooks for granted and
should advocate at all levels for equiv-
alent access to electronic book content
relative to print.

I've mentioned just a few thoughts
and concerns that come to mind looking
forward into a time, likely in the not-
too-distant future, when ebooks play
a much more dominant role than they
do today. I'm also sure that there are
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many other aspects of the problem that
I haven’t addressed. We've seen a great
deal of activity in the development of li-
brary automation products and services
in recent years. I think that it will be es-
sential to incorporate new and innov-
ative technologies that support ebook
lending into library automation sys-
tems and discovery services as part of
the strategies that will ensure the rele-
vancy of libraries as yet another chap-
ter of the digital future unfolds.

Marshall Breeding serves as direc-
tor for innovative technology and re-
search at Vanderbilt University Library
and executive director of the Vanderbilt
Television News Archive. He is the
founder of Library Technology Guides.
His email address is marshall.breed
ing@librarytechnology.org.
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